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The 2012 Washington Wildfire Episode 
 

 

 On September 8th 
and 9th 2012, 
4,000 lightning 
strikes ignited 
over 100 wildfires 
in the eastern 
foothills of the 
Cascades. By 
October 10,  ~ 
200,000 acres 
burned 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 Washington 
wildfires are 
trending larger, 
more frequent 
and are predicted 
to get worse in 
the coming 
century as 
average temps 
increase, snow 
melts earlier, and 
droughts get 
longer (USFS, 
USEPA, UW Climate 
Impacts Group) 

 

 



Background 

• Dept. of Ecology and others operate > 50 Fine PM monitors 
around the state 

• US Forest Service put eight temporary monitors at other  
impacted communities during the wildfires 

• PIOs and Ecology CRO and HQ worked round the clock on 
forecasting and public messages  

• From Sept. 12 to Oct. 10, Ecology issued daily smoke forecasts by 
8:00 AM 

• Local health districts used the information to advise schools and 
issue public health advisories 

 
 



Fine Particulate Matter 
• The federal standard for PM2.5 is 35 

micrograms per cubic meter on a 24 
hour average 

• Epidemiological observations of 
population cardiovascular and 
respiratory health find effects  
increase significantly when is daily 
average PM2.5 >20 µg/m3  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The Washington Air Quality Advisory 
is Ecology’s public information tool 
for showing air pollution health risk 
advisories  









Wildfire smoke epidemiology-based 
calculations for Wenatchee  

• Average daily PM from 9/9 to 10/12 in 
Wenatchee was >200- µg/m3  

• Many people are likely to have 
experienced headaches, eye and 
respiratory tract irritation  

• Some are likely to have experienced 
shortness of breath and chest 
discomfort 

• A few are likely to have experienced 
heart palpitations  

• The rate physician visits for respiratory 
diseases is likely to have doubled 
compared to when air quality was good  

• It’s likely there was a sharp increase in 
the number of ER visits for asthma 
symptoms among people with asthma 
triggerable by smoke 

• ERs likely had more than double the 
usual rate of respiratory illnesses and 
acute cardiovascular event visits, 
especially by people with prior 
respiratory or cardiovascular disease 

• People with prior history of 
hospitalization for COPD were more 
likely to have been re-hospitalized or to 
have died  



Wenatchee World  
reports 

• Blanket of smoke begins to take toll  by Mike Irwin 

 – Wenatchee World  9/18/2012  
“…The ever-present smoke has also begun sending people to local clinics for 

help. At Columbia Valley Community Health in Wenatchee, officials said 
they’ve seen 50 people since Thursday for respiratory problems, mostly for 
complications of existing conditions such as asthma and chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease. At Central Washington Hospital, officials said their 
emergency room has seen about 20 people for respiratory conditions since 
Friday…” 

 

• Wenatchee World conducted an informal web poll:  About 70% of 
over 1000 respondents answered yes to the question “Has the 
smoke made you consider leaving the area temporarily?”  

 

 
Photo near Wenatchee  

by Richelle Perez 


